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Queen, King, ruler, mother, Great Royal Wife, Nefertiti, Semenkare. All of these names
pertain to the question of the identity of the ruler, Neferneferuaten. Ankhkheperure
Neferneferuaten was a pharaoh who reigned toward the end of the Amarna era during the
Eighteenth Dynasty. The royal succession of this period is very unclear as well as the gender of
said pharaoh. The epithet of the pharaoh’s name establishes, or at least suggests, that the ruler
was female. However, this fact is widely contested. Due to the gender questioning and the lack of
concrete information available about the ruler Neferneferuaten, many have come to wonder if
Nefertiti, the wife of Akhenaten, was in fact the true identity of this pharaoh. In this paper,
evidence will be presented for the case of Neferneferuaten being identified as Nefertiti.
Historical Context
A short-lived religious and political capital for the Egyptian empire was created at the
site, known today as Amarna. This period of time was thus coined the “Amarna Revolution” for
the site's name. The new capital was rather short-lived and only lasted a little more than a
decade. Even while the “Amarna Revolution” was not extensive, it made a lasting impact. King
Akhenaten’s, the initiator of the Amarna Revolution, reign began around 1353 B.C. and lasted
until 1336 B.C. This time was characterized by a major transformation of ancient Egyptian
religion and art1.
Not only was Akhenaten’s name changed to reflect the shift, from Amenhotep IV
(meaning “Amun Is at Peace”) to Akhenaten (meaning “The One Who Is Beneficial for the
Aten”), but the entire religious system was altered in ancient Egypt.2 Within five years of his
succession, Akhenaten drastically simplified Egypt’s polytheistic religious traditions by
replacing the multiple deities with one single god, Aten. His worship was centered more on the
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brilliant light of the sun than the actual sun itself.3 With disregard for tradition and maat (order),
his artists created works that were unlike anything previously seen in ancient Egypt.4
Nefertiti was Akenaten’s wife who was famous for her beauty and her immense and
unique amount of power. Around the 12th year of Akenaten’s reign, Neferiti theoretically
disappeared. She was no longer depicted in art or religious monuments and no archaeological
evidence of her person can be found. Nefertiti's life and position prior to her disappearance are
among the only details available about her. Her name meaning, “A Beautiful Woman has Come”,
is a reflection on how she is most often identified.5 In addition to her beauty being an indicator of
her identity, her depiction with her children is a frequently recurring motif. Akenaten often
appears with Nefertiti and their three children, which was an unusual form of family imagery in
ancient Egypt.
While the Amarna period produced many mysteries that have yet to be solved, one
question yet to be concretely agreed upon is the role of Nefertiti, Akenaten’s wife. For more than
a decade, Queen Nefertiti was the most influential woman in the ancient world. She was
characterized by her beauty and her relationship with the sun god, Aten. No record of her death
exists, and there is no monument to mourn her passing, as one would expect in ancient Egypt.
Her body has never been found, further increasing the questioning on her complete
disappearance, which consequently results in extensive discussions about her role, power, and
her person. While it is unclear what happened to her body, the immense effect that she had on the
Amarna period is undeniable. Her great power and responsibility is evident through primary
source material.
3
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Neferneferuaten is relatively unknown compared to Nefertiti. Co-regent, queen, king- all
titles and roles that have been argued for Neferneferuaten. What is known is that this individual
ruled at the end of the 18th dynasty, however, their true identity is still contested- as well as their
gender.6 This individual had the throne name Neferneferuaten, in reference to Aten. Due to the
unique circumstances of the Amarna period, Nefertiti
assumed the role of Neferneferuaten. A path can be drawn
from Nefertiti as a powerful queen, to Nefertiti as
Neferneferuaten, to Neferneferuaten ruling as co-regent with
Akhenaten, and finally, to Neferneferuaten as king and
Pharaoh in her own right. In this paper, evidence will be
presented for the case of Neferneferuaten being identified as
Nefertiti.
Nefertiti as a Powerful Queen
Establishing Nefertiti's power as queen and her ability
to assume the role of Neferneferuaten, creates a logical path
from Nefertiti to Neferneferuaten to Neferneferuaten as
co-regent and King. There is clear evidence of the immense
and unusual amount of power that Nefertiti created and held
as queen. She is often depicted in ways that demonstrate her
power, and her equality with Akhenaten, which was unprecedented in ancient Egypt. A scene
that previously was reserved only for a pharaoh, was smiting an enemy. However, in the cabin of
her barge within a temple scene (from a block from Amarna, reused as Ashmunein), MFA
63.260, this exclusion was dispelled (figure 1).
6
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Campbell 5
Even in her position as queen, with no kingly association at this point, she held the power
and the elite status that allowed her to smite an enemy. As depicted in the scene, she is positioned
in a kingly stance, wearing a kingly crown. While in clear association with great power, her
breasts are an indication of her femininity and female gender. This iconic image, which exists
frequently throughout ancient Egypt, displays power and strength. The fact that a female queennot even with the status of pharaoh yet (such as Hatshepsut) is incredibly significant and relevant
to the understanding of Nefertiti’s unusual amount of power during the unusual time of the
Amarna period. It is critical to analyze the way in which the action is framed, especially in this
gender role reversal. Nefertiti is depicted here alone,
without a king. This is extremely telling of the immense
individual power that she held as queen. While this was an
impressive act from a queen without the presence of her
king, it was only the beginning for Nefertiti. In just a few
years after her accession to power, she became the only
ancient Egyptian royal wife who was depicted (that is
currently known of) smiting an enemy in the iconic
pharaonic pose.
The unfinished stela dedicated by Pay, otherwise
known as the stela of Pasi (Paser), is a piece of primary
source evidence that builds the foundation for
understanding the power of this great queen (figure 2)7. In
the stela, two naked figures are depicted wearing kingly

7
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crowns. There are several elements that are extratable from this stela as details to better
understand Nefertiti’s unusual and grand power as queen. First, the right to wear the kingly blue
crown. This crown is reserved for kings and those with great authority, drawing the conclusion
that Nefertiti was one such individual. While she was still queen (not yet a king), the indication
of her power is shown here as well as the basis for her leap to becoming co-regent and king
herself. Considering the fact that Neferiti has been proven to wear the kingly crown, there is
good reason to believe that the second individual in the stela is Neferetiti, alongside Akhenaten 8.
There are three royal cartouches displayed. The cartouches that accompany the figures have
never been completed. At this particular point in time, it is clear that the king is Akenhaten,
which proves that Nefertiti is the second figure. With this foundation, Nefertiti is established as
being one with great power and status as the distinctive flat-topped crown cut away was replaced
by the blue crown9. The evidence of the three cartouches indicated that Nefertiti must be a
crowned queen, and a rather powerful one at that.
Nefertiti as Nefereruaten
The next step in the power journey of Nefertiti was changing her name and assuming the
role of Neferneferuaten. According to popular opinion, Neferneferuaten was a female Pharaoh
who ruled toward the end of the 18th dynasty. However, Neferneferuaten was a throne name,
leading to the questioning of the true identity of said ruler. Looking at primary source evidence,
the clear conclusion is that the identity of this ruler was in fact Nefertiti. Before approaching the
subject of the role and rule of Nefereferuaten, the basis that Nefertiti was in fact Neferneferuaten
must first be established.
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A building inscription at Day Abū Hinnis (Figure 3) gives insight into the description of
Neferneferuaten and her role during this time period. The inscription is translated as, “King’s
Great Wife, his beloved, the Lady of the two lands
Neferneferuaten- Nefertiti, living forever10”. In this
inscription, the first part of the queen’s name is well
preserved, with all the letters being clearly evident to the
onlooker, however the last sentence is nearly impossible
to read. The first four lines of this building inscription
display the date and the names and titles of the royal
couple, combined with the cartouches of the Aten. The
inscription reveals important information about the later
years of Akenaten’s reign and Nefertiti’s role within
that.
The fact that she is referred to as the “King’s Great Wife”, even when it is a proven fact
that Akehnaten had two wives, is an indication of the great power that she held as
Nefeneferuaten-Nefertiti. The inscription clearly states the names combined, giving clear and
visible evidence of the existence of the theoretical two as combined as one: Nefertiti assumed the
role of Nefereferuaten11. Although the building inscription does not offer many details, it does
offer the proof of the combination of the names Nefertiti-Nefereruaten.
A second piece of primary source evidence that is relevant to the understanding of the
identity of Neferneferuaten is the name itself used in various ring bezels (figure 4). During
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excavations in the Small Aten temple in Amarna, a ring bezel with the name of Anhkheperure
was discovered beneath the upper layer of the stone12. In a particular set of 7 rings bezels,
discovered by Petrie, the female version of the prenomen,
Ankhetkheperure, is carved into the ring13. Evident to onlookers is
the female form of the epithet, mrἰ.t WꜤ-n-RꜤ, meaning “Beloved
of Waenr” and in other cases the name followed by female
attributes. The combination of the prenomen and the epithet–both
with female indication– suggests a strong case for being associated
with Neferueeraten.
In addition to demonstrating the affection between
Akhenaten and his wife, the epithets also confirmed her
legitimacy as ruler. The epithet Ꜣḫ.t n hy=s “who is effective for
her husband,” emphasizes “King” Neferneferuaten's femininity and confirms her gender14. The
objects suggest that the case for identifying Nefertiti with Ankheperure Neferneferuaten is
stronger than the case for identifying Ankheperure Neferneferuaten as Meritaten or Kiya, which
is the other (less-common) argument. This piece of evidence, specifically the epithet, confirms
Nefereruaten’s gender and suggests the confirmation of Nefertiti as Nefereruaten.

Nefertiti as co-regent and Pharaoh
Considering the established identity of Neferneferuaten being Nefertiti, the next step in
understanding this individual is their eventual role and existence within the power structure.
12

Boyce, “Notes on the manufacture and use of faience rings at Amarna,” 166.
Petrie, Tell El Amarna, pl. XV, No 94
14
Athena Van der Perre, “The Year 16 Graffito of Akhenaten in Dayr Abū Ḥinnis. A Contribution to the Study of the
Later Years of Nefertiti,” Journal of Egyptian History 7, no. 1 (2014): pp. 67-108,
https://doi.org/10.1163/18741665-12340014.
13

Campbell 9
Looking at primary source evidence, the conclusion that can be drawn is to suggest that
Neferneferuaten, and therefore Nefertiti, acted as co-regent with Akhenaten and Pharaoh. In
understanding her role, an important piece of
information is a box from the tomb of
Tutankhamun (KV 62) Carter- Cairo JE 61500
as well as the so-called co-regency stela.
Objects from the Tomb of
Tutankhamun offer intriguing inscriptions that
allude to Nefereruaten’s power and co-regency.
The first item of interest is a fragment of a box
from the Tomb, Carter No1k, that holds a
rather relevant inscription (Figure 5)15. Two
kings are mentioned in the inscription, both
with the title of “nsw.t-bἰ.ty”. The cartouches on the box were proven as being unaltered before
being placed in the tomb. Considering the fact that the cartouches were not altered, speaks
volumes about the true kings mentioned in the cartouches, Akhenaten and Neferrutaten. This
striking piece of information therefore proves the fact that the kings of Akhenaten and
Neferneferuaten-Nefertiti ruled simultaneously in a co-regency.
In addition to the two kings, a Great King’s Wife (Meritaten) is mentioned. The fact that
the Great Wife mentioned is not Nefertiti, while Akenaten is clearly mentioned, is evidence that
her position changed to become co-regent, allowing for the queenly duties to be done by
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Meritaten16. This can be viewed as evidence of the clear shift in the role and power of Nefertitibecoming Nefereferuaten and co-regent. This object makes it impossible to identify
Nefernefruaten with Meritaten or as the Great Royal Wife, clearing up any possible
disagreement, as the juxtaposition of the names clearly distinguishes them from one another.
A similar fragmented box that went along with the set, was box Carter No 79. Carter
noticed that the original inscriptions were still visible underneath the cartouches of
Tutankhamun. The names presented were of Ankhkeperure Mry Neferkgepeure, Neferneferuaten
and the great King’s wife Meritaten. Again, Meritaten, designated as a Great Wife of the King, is
differentiated from Nefereruaten and a mention of Nefertiti is nowhere to be found, clearly
separating the two and their positions of power17.
The next piece of evidence that can be viewed
in order to further the argument of Nefereruatne as
co-regent and Pharaoh exists right in the name of the
object- the co-regency stela (Petrie UC 410, Cairo JE
64959- Figure 6). A part of the stela was discovered by
Petrie in the North Harem of the Central Palace at
Amarna. In this stela, there are cartouches dedicated to
the Aten as well as four other cartouches 18. Two
cartouches give the prenomen and nomen of
Akhenaten. The others were clearly altered, referring
to king Neferneferuaten. Originally, the name of
16
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Nefertiti was written in the third cartouche, followed by Meritaten (who was established as the
Great Royal wife while Neferiti was serving as co-regent). This stela, evidently named, proves
the co-regency of Akhenaten and Nefereruaten. The stela was reworked to change the single
cartouche of Nefertiti into the double cartouches of Nefeneferuaten. The fact that the name of
Nefertiti was written in the third cartouche, and was later altered to only have the kingly
cartouches of Nefereuaten and Akhenaten, proves the co-regency of the two and therefore the
rule and power of king Nefereuraten-Nefertiti. However, its current fragmentary state makes it
difficult to conclude what additional changes were made to the scene19.
Both of these sources, the fragment of a box from the Tomb of Tutankhamun and the
Co-Regency stela (Cario JE 64959), are pieces of visual evidence supporting the claim of
Neferefueraten-Nefertiti being co-regent and a ruler in her own right. Nefertiti was an undeniably
powerful woman, and while the move from queen to co-regent was not unprecedented
(Hatshepsut)20, the Amarna period produced its own set of unique rules which Nefertiti faced and
overcame.
Conclusion
Nefertiti not only helped to shape the Amarna period but she helped to define what it
meant for a woman to rule in ancient Egypt. Through her rise to power, as Nefertiti the Queen,
Neferueaten, and finally co-regent and pharaoh, gave historians a unique narrative on which to
ponder and question. Existing evidence suggests that Nefertiti assumed the royal office under the
name of Ankh(et)kheperure Neferneferuaten (Nefertiti). The reign and rule of Nefertiti was
attempted to be erased from history, but no other woman is as strong of a symbol of ancient

19
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Egypt and power, than she is. Quite rarely does an ancient figure, let alone a female, hold such
significance and recognition in modern culture, yet Nefertiti does just this. Not only does she do
this as queen and consort to Akhenaten, but she achieves this as Nefereruaten, the co-regent and
pharaoh. Through primary source evidence, it can be deduced that Nefereruaten was Nefertiti
and ruled as a co-regent with Akhenaten.
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Sources of Images
Figure 1
-Even as a “mere” queen, Nefertiti’s ongoing exceptional status is shown by her depiction
smiting an enemy on the cabin of her barge within a temple scene; from a block from Amarna,
reused at Ashmunein (MFA 63.260).
-Image taken from Dodson, Nefertiti: Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt. Her Life and Afterlife.
Figure 2
-Unfinished stela dedicated by Pay, showing two naked figures wearing kingly crowns; the
presence of only three royal cartouches, together with the physique of the left figure, indicated
that she is a female with a high level of power.
-Image taken from Dodson, page 71.
Figure 3
Pillar with the inscription at Dayr Abū Ḥinnis.
-Photo by Athena Van der Perre, taken from Van der Perre, page 70.
Figure 4
-Drawing recreation of a ring bezel with the name of Ankhkheperure that was discovered
beneath the upper layer of the stone.
-Drawing taken from Petrie, Tell El Amarna.
Figure 5
-A fragment of a box from the Tomb of Tutankhamun, Carter N° 1k, inscription (Cairo JE
61500).
-Image taken from: Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology
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Figure 6
-The Co-Regency stela (Petrie UC 410, Cairo JE 64959. Limestone fragments indicating
co-regency of Neferneferuaten and Akenaten.
-Image taken from The Petrie of Egyptian Archaeology.

